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At a relatively young age in his scientific career, Hans Selye became a
maverick. Instead of pursuing a fashionable and orthodox line of research,
he decided to investigate a "syndrome of response to injury." Despite fore-
bodings that he would be "studying the pharmacology of dirt," Selye pur-
sued the work with the success that has made his name respected and
world-famous as a connoisseur of stress, the general adaptation syndrome,
and calciphylaxis.
Like many other successful mavericks in science, Selye has had the bene-
fit of intellectual courage, a vivid imagination, a strong ego, and a zest for
writing; and he has also acquired the problems of being a controversial
figure. Investigators who study man rather than rats have contended that
Selye's animal experiments, although fascinating, are not necessarily ap-
plicable to man; and Selye's fellow endocrinologists, now often concerned
with molecules rather than with more general biologic phenomena, claim
that his work lacks the biochemical specifications and rigor needed for
kudos from the leaders of today's scientific establishment.
This book presents the text of six lectures in which Selye describes: his
philosophy of research, which is to "find" and attack new major problems,
rather than to make finer dissections of existing problems; his basic tactics
as a "general practitioner (of) .. . the old-fashioned holistic approach" in
science; and his spirited defense of the biologic importance of studying
living phenomena rather than inanimate molecules. Four of the lectures
contain a summary of details of his own research, and only the first and the
last lectures deal primarily with his "case for supramolecular biology."
Despite my own sympathy for Selye's general beliefs, and for the remarks
contained in the foreword by Albert Szent-Gy6rgyi, I did not find this book
particularly persuasive. Perhaps the greatest defect is that Selye's defense
of "supramolecular biology" is too restricted. As "witnesses" for the de-
fense, he calls mainly on the experimental phenomena induced in his own
laboratory, and he omits all the other important experimental and natural
phenomena in biology that are available to bear testimony. A powerful case
can indeed be made against the unbridled excesses of contemporary molecu-
listic viewpoints that have denigrated both intact animal and intact man as
objects worthy of scientific investigation. A case might even be made that
the current "dehumanization" of clinical medicine is due neither to the
automatism of technology nor to the cupidity of the AMA, but to the in-
tellectual perversions of a reductionist medical biology that lacks appropri-
ate scientific concern for holistic human phenomena. But these arguments
have been made much more effectively by other authors (for example,
Macfarlane Burnet, Barry Commoner, Rene Dubos and John Platt), who
addressed themselves more directly and cogently to the broad basic issues.
As biology endures an era of ideologic stress, holistic scientists will be
happy to have Dr. Selye on their side, but might wish he had made his
point more convincingly and had not expended so catchy a book title on
what is essentially an apologia pro sua vita.
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